Extracurricular Undergraduate Research: Student Perspectives and Experiences

Undergraduate research has been linked to improved student success in collegiate coursework
(Desai et al., 2008; Lopatto, 2003; Lopatto, 2004; Silva et al., 2004; Wood, 2003). While
research projects can be time consuming, engaging in research with undergraduate students can
be a rewarding experience for both students and faculty. Participating in research activities with
undergraduate students does not require large amounts of faculty involvement, but it does yield a
substantial number of positive outcomes for the students. Despite the mutual benefits of
undergraduate research for faculty and students, undergraduate research seems to be poorly
represented.
A part of their role as a research-friendly institution, Southern Illinois University Carbondale
provides different venues for undergraduate students to present the results of undergraduate
research. While some events are open to faculty, graduate students, and undergraduate students,
the Undergraduate Creative Activity and Research Forum (UCARF) is one event that is targeted
specifically at undergraduate students. Although the event is available for undergraduate
students to present the results of their inquiries, it is poorly attended. For several years, the
UCARF had fewer than 250 posters submitted from an undergraduate student population of
13,331 as of Fall 2015 (Institutional Research, 2016). The low level of participation by
undergraduate students in research activities deserves to be investigated to understand the
different perceptions student-researchers hold about the activity.
This research examined the experiences and perspectives of undergraduate researchers, and
sought to understand both the reasons they engaged in research as undergraduate students and
what they learned and received from their experiences. This qualitative study used semistructured interviews which were coded by the researchers to find common themes related to
communication, hindrances to research, mentorship, and personal improvement.
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